Although his visual work, performances and literary production since the 1980s has not been part of a gay political agenda movement per se, it is certain that Lemebel's discourse is a precursor for organizations such as MOVIHL (Movimiento de Integració n y Liberació n Homosexual; Movement for Homosexual Integration and Liberation) created in 1991, which is fulfilling an important role in the cultural democratization process in Chilean society. In this respect, Lemebel's Manifiesto (Hablo por mi diferencia) (Manifesto (I Speak about/from my Difference)) has to be acknowledged as one the most important political statements in the history of the homosexual liberation movements in Chile. The text, read in public in September 1986-one of the harshest years of the dictatorship-in a forum organized by a coalition of left-wing parties, states: 'I did not receive my manhood from the political party, since they rejected me many times with chuckles. I learned my manhood participating in the hard times of those years, and they laughed at my faggish voice while yelling "(the dictatorship) it's going to fall, it's going to fall". My manhood is to accept my difference. ' In the 'renewed' political and social atmosphere in Chile, Lemebel's writing is nothing short of an act of aggression because of his declared gay identity. However, his writing also encourages us to remember the vibrancy that other literary codes once had, such as the chronicle. At the same time, his work renews our familiarity with the literary work of authors who, although they might not have explicitly assumed a gay literary subjectivity, are part of a corpus of gay writing in the Latin American literary scene, such as the Mexicans Salvador Novo, César Moro, Xavier Villaurrutia, the Cubans José Lezama Lima, Severo Sarduy, Virgilio Piñera, Reinaldo Arenas, and the Argentineans Manuel Puig and Néstor Perlongher.
The first part of this conversation took place in Santiago, Chile, in October 1999, which was followed by several telephone communications and a final meeting in March 2003.
WPO: I suggest we focus our conversation on two topics. First, I would like to explore the location of the subject constructed in your chronicles, which is defined through an identity we might sum up as 'proletarian homosexual', and then I'm interested in your treatment of memory, the retelling of events in your writing. In several interviews you have given in the last three or four years you have maintained that the subject constructed in your writing could be defined as 'lower class, coloured (aindiado), South American (sudaca), gay. In poetry I like the Argentinean Néstor Perlongher. He is more messed up because he is a poet, an anthropologist, and his entire life was his own work. He does not work with such fictitious, literary subjects; in poetry in general the subject is a mixture of emotions. Perlongher has a magnificent poem called 'Cadavers' , from the book Alambres (Wires). 6 In this poem he narrates the search for the disappeared and asks himself where they are, those who are not here, those who will never be found because they were buried at sea, and responds: they are in the look of the landowner, in the corner of the smile of the Minister of Internal Affairs, in the cavity of that tooth, in the elastic footprint that remains, in that dirt, in the dust that collects, that's where cadavers are. This poem is so magnificent because he creates a panoptic journey through places in which there could be cadavers, he dares to explore that. I find his urban poetry impressive. Néstor always wanted to join the Communist Party; he was already a militant homosexual in the 1970s and finally the Party said, 'All right, come in comrade.' At that time he read a speech of gratitude for his admittance and at one point he said: 'I don't want to be understood, I want to be fucked' [laughter] . With that he broke the formalities, with the use of nonsense. WPO: [Laughter] That attitude is also in your work, which is part of its attraction. At least in my case there is the wish to understand something, but there are also some voyeuristic aspects, the need and fascination-through these explorations-to be able to displace oneself, looking for other facets of oneself. PL: You go there as well? WPO: Of course, to see through the eyes of another, at least to rehearse that possibility. Although it seems to me that at present it is possible to establish a sort of canon for gay Western writing, at least that seems to be the role and achievement of the queer studies programmes in US/UK universities, it is not clear that a canon exists for what could be called 'proletarian homosexuality', which is the framework in which you have situated your own work. Would you yourself risk providing a sort of distinction between a gay proletarian writing and one that is not? A few minutes ago you made reference to the fascist gays and how your subject distances itself from them and proposes a proletarian homosexual. I think your chronicles are situated at this crossroads.
PL:
To continue with the established canon would mean supporting those outrageous faggot falsities of certain literature where all of them descend from daughters of princesses. There is a whole ambience of pretence coming from certain homosexual writings, located especially in Argentina and Cuba, where all the Latin American baroque is present, like a sort of bijouterie that covers up a Latin American drabness with its shimmer. And so we have the dinners, the feathers, that literary construction of the Lezamian baroque, that becomes much more muddy in Perlongher, as we have already said. 7 He, on the other hand, drags the taffeta tail through the mud. Another Argentinean, Osvaldo Lamborghini, presents a man-to-man homosexuality, very tangoesque, where he reproduces the enormous attractiveness of that virility that wants to fuck himself, extremely narcissistic, that in this case borders on violence, like receiving so many stabs, but metaphorically they could be stabbing meat. That is very Argentinean. WPO: Something of that interpretation can be seen in the movie Tango, by the Spanish director Carlos Saura. PL: Well, here in Latin America there is a new twist on this, performed with baroque flair and also-along these lines-this baroque has the same sort of bourgeois style as some neoliberal gay literature that we see in Jaime Bayle, for example, who writes from the position of the most disgusting social class in Lima, that bourgeoisie whose ancestors were viceroys and all that crap, in a country where poverty is so aggressive. 8 In this case my heart is on this side, a fag's heart shaded with the sadness of the people. It is a feeling of generosity that supersedes the narcissism of the homosexual who admires himself in the mirror. Like Puig says, homosexual love always goes through a stage of seeing oneself in another. Of course, you love that six-foot tall man because he is what you want to be, you love yourself in the other; you don't construct another. I think the film they made based on Manuel Puig's story was wonderful, just wonderful. The thing is that there is not a construction of another. In El beso de la mujer areña (Kiss of the Spider Woman) that's the thesis you find, where the fag gives up who she is to become a guerrilla, in spite of everything. So, that's what interests me, especially in these games of subjects. I like to make that absent place in Latin American homosexuality shine because it is the place of a poor transvestite. WPO: But I think it is not just an interest, but above all a being 'from' that place. Your writing always emphasizes the cement high-rise buildings (bloques), the dusty ground . . . PL: Oh! But that could be a lie! I could be a yuppie [laughter]! You want to associate me with the biography of the poor, pathetic person, you want me to cry for you, but I don't cry . . . splendid, that's what I am . . . you want me to cry dirty tears for you . . . WPO: No, I don't want to take you any place . . . It is enough to read your chronicles. Well, the truth is that one thing that attracts me to your work is, exactly, the proletarian element. What interests me about your work is the adjective 'proletarian' because-and this is my own feeling-I am up to here with literature written from the 'upper class'. That is why your chronicles are unique in view of what's happening in Chile, and not only because you locate yourself as gay, but also because of the social viewpoint of that subject. The recovery of the epithet 'proletarian' puts in motion an act of dislocation because that word it is not used by anyone anymore, it is . . . PL: . . . archaeological . . . WPO: Precisely! That is why I insist that is not only an attempt to be in solidarity . . . PL: That's really nice, you know? Because the Communist Party never liked me. I was just thinking that now that it all fell apart, I get all dressed up in those archaeological ruins; I put on the hammer and the sickle as an earring . . .
[laughter]. WPO: At the moment it seems more subversive to say you're proletarian than just gay. PL: So it seems, right. WPO: That is why your writing leads me to doubt that what you do is just an act of solidarity with poor people. I don't think you can fake it, at least the way it appears in your writing. PL: It is difficult. I was talking about that the other day with Paz (Errázuriz), that it is difficult for yuppies to pose as poor because you can tell, like in the case of this TV Show presenter, Morandé, who is a pretty boy who wants to look like common folk using a certain language, expressions, movements, and tries to move and dance, but coming from him it is grotesque, vulgar. 9 It is difficult to fool people. Poverty is a place, built with beatings, floods, earthquakes, hunger, terrible dangers [laughter] . . . The poor communities have built a sort of border, and I see it in the use of certain masks, like you were saying, certain gestures: one can try to cross over, smuggle one's poverty to other spaces, but with sarcasm, not with a backstabbing getrich-quick mentality. WPO: You have mentioned gay literature from Argentina and Cuba, specifically Lezama Lima. Now, focusing again on the proletarian subject: how does your work relate to the autobiographical subject of Antes que anochezca (Before Night Falls), by Reinaldo Arenas.
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PL: With Reinaldo Arenas I have always had the enormous doubt about his actions on the Island, in Cuba. I have never known how much, how many Cubans she really screwed . . . so much suffering and pleasure at the same time! Obviously, Before Night Falls is like a last will, or a farewell letter, like most of the latest novels by homosexuals who have died of AIDS, their last writing always become that, an epitaph. WPO: Arenas has willed this text to someone: Do you feel in some ways the addressee, since you read it like that? PL: To some extent. There are some aspects that cannot be denied, like the left's macho repression of homosexuality, that cannot be erased since there are still plenty of traces of that, they look at you in a different way, with suspicion because of the belief that homosexuality is a bourgeois vice, etc. If you react to that stating you are a writer and homosexual . . . for instance, Cubans have so much respect for culture, the ballet, the opera, which for me is quite contradictory . . . when I arrived in Havana, a gay friend gave us, Pancho (Francisco) and myself, two tickets to go to the ballet and I asked, why ballet? 11 I have never gone to the ballet, or the opera to listen to those fat women scream like warblers, those bourgeois things make me laugh. I don't have that nirvana . . . [laughter] . WPO: But the complicity with Arenas in the proletarian aspect . . . To get back to that issue. PL: But I want to take a different direction . . . Like I was saying, there is always this immediate acceptance when you say that you are a writer: 'Pedro is homosexual, but he is also a writer', like if because of that they would forgive that 'imperfection' of yours, that little scratch . . . And I wonder why that still continues on the left, since for me it is exactly the same; it should be the other way around. That irritates me, the fact that they accept you because you are an artist when there are those fags in the poor neighbourhoods who had never been able to finish a formal education because of social problems, and ended up as stylists, making curls, writing on the heads of the clientele. That is why I care about the illiteracy of the fags in poverty, bums . . . but who were able to create a different world as a response to that double or triple social segregation, and created their own world, a particular way of talking, of building their binding existence, of the poor in Latin America, where nothing is so sure, where there are always strategies, a task, passion for . . . I don't know, to cross a certain border . . . That is what moves me, my fag friends from the Zanjó n neighbourhood (which my last book deals with and has been named after), there, where you can find the prostitute transvestites. I am not interested in those who perform in shows in discos; I have nothing to do with that, nothing. What interests me is the prostitute, the one who gambles her life in the street, a life for at risk . . . WPO: And not in a metaphorical sense.
PL: Not as a metaphor. The street is cruel. I turn my writing into this: a sharpened way of seeing oneself in these spaces. WPO: You already referred briefly to other writings with which your own finds affinities, but to summarize: with which aesthetic questions, authors do you feel yourself in a confrontation or dialogue . . . Because you don't feel totally alone in this, do you? PL: Hmmm. No, I think that there are links with other writings, political complicities with some female writing and chronicles, like Carlos Monsiváis, for instance, or José Joaquín Blanco. There are some writings that are playing with the possibility of fracturing the canon. I play more with writing itself than with the literary pyramid, the institution bores me. In Chile what interests me in terms of writing is the work of Diamela Eltit; it is the most interesting for me. There are some poets as well, such as Carmen Berenguer, I like their minds.
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WPO: What about their sensitivity? PL: Of course, sensitivity expressed in their language. There are also texts from the political realm that are important for me, like Tomás Moulian's. 13 I like these writing positions in critical moments, a certain confrontational mood with some political discourse that in a particular time are necessary. WPO: I have the impression that in Chile, especially in the generation that at the moment is between 25 and 35 years old, there circulates a sort of anxiety, a desire for this confrontation, which is restrained, forced into composure. PL: Yes, there is an anxiety, but that makes it very easy to be co-opted by the system, because in the same way Moulian publishes that book, the right wing tries to imitate the gesture. Since my writing has been confusing, ambiguous, it has been difficult to locate me in a specific place. For instance, this statement of the proletarian fag is very confrontational, as if we were to paint the Colo-Colo flag pink. 14 It produces that sort of challenge, especially when no one wants to admit that he/she is poor in this country, least of all the fags. Thus, for example, after being on a TV programme talking about these topics of poverty, high-rise buildings, rust, the swamp of dead dogs [laughter] . . ., my neighbour the following day did not say hello to me, the same lady who greets me everyday, so I asked her: 'What happened Mrs. Maria that you don't say hello to me anymore?' 'No'-she says-'because you were saying the other day on TV that we are poor, and we are not poor!' I was floored! I replied to her: 'How much money does your husband earn monthly?' '$150,000 [US$250 per month]'-she replies. ' quote: 'Many who cried, like myself, with the chords and lyrics of "When I remember my country" (Cuando me acuerdo de mi país), never thought that the exiled generation was going to return to the country as a political class, reiterating the colonizing attitudes learned in the "Old World", probably adopting them to acclimatize themselves, but also likely due to the cultural snobbism which they always carried within' (p. 43).
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PL: Ah! And you paid attention precisely to that! Look, what I am going to say might sound terrible, but, there were so many leftist people then . . . well, I guess it was in fashion . . . WPO: You are referring to the post-hippy period. PL: Yes, the post-hippy moment, there were so many leftists, probably because they had no alternative. I realize that this is a very categorical comment, but the thing is, I don't think people can change that much. I don't think it is easy to come back to the country as a returnee after been in exile for your socialist ideals, put on the neoliberal miniskirt, or have coffee with the enemy, with those who supported the Pinochet dictatorship and, in many instances, continue to defend and justify it as a necessary regime. That for me is obscene. In that sense, I respect far more the old communist fellow who stayed here (in the country), frozen. There is something there, something nice, a stubbornness that reacts against this very hypocritical and commercial environment that has been set up in post-authoritarian Chile. WPO: Well, in this chronicle you get into this very fundamental issue, which can be summarized in: 'the cultural snobbism that they always carried within'. It seems to me that this comment allows us to return, to remember and rethink over and over the distance that exists between art about the proletarian and another 'from' it. This statement in your chronicle is coming from someone who is referring to the proletarian, but speaks from that position.
PL:
Is the same situation with Camilo Escalona. 18 There is a decency to survive in these conditions. There is something I have noticed among some people, who returned from exile, that their change was so fast, so vertiginous, that makes me believe that French exile suited them very well, and really, I think it was the fashion they always wanted to follow. Do you remember what happened in the World Cup in 1998 when many poor people were in line to go to France? 19 I wrote that chronicle thinking especially of the French exiles, for all that it meant, the imported poetic idea in film, painting, the glamour, that snobbism that makes us want to preserve, for instance, all the mansions of the bourgeois in Ejército street in Santiago, because they have something European, the rococo covered with pigeon shit, all that is to be preserved, the Chantilly cake of so much social injustice. Nevertheless, other neighbourhoods such us Santa Rosa, Lira, simple places, with no architectural 'importance,' ghettos, all that is destroyed to preserve the 'neoclassical'. WPO: In the same line of thought, I also think this chronicle allows us to see and confirm the messianic feeling towards the proletarian coming from some higher social class groups, with liberal political ideas. At this moment the sympathetic 'inclination' is clearly in crisis, harder to sustain, exhibits more clearly its vulnerability since there is a less radical, more relaxed political context. I'm thinking specifically of the Chilean neoliberal amnesia hoopla. PL: It is messianic when it is 'about' the proletarian, like in the case of Raú l Zurita, for instance, in his poetry the commiseration is quite visible. When it is 'from', I don't think it is messianic. . 21 After finishing it I went immediately back to the chronicle, for my own survival, because of the energy that has. With respect to the fictional side . . . Well, some chronicles develop that fairly well. To write a novel was a more demanding exercise, very complicated at times because I had to expand a story that was woven together in just 20 pages, all the pieces were there in code. WPO: Is it very autobiographical? PL: A lot more than I would like to admit, but far less than one might think. The experience of the novel has affected my perception of my own writing in critical terms, since it was translated, that is, they have used it for marketing purposes in a way that didn't happen with my chronicles before. WPO: To what do you attribute this? PL: Someone once said that it is a 'parody of a novel' because that narrator would have been impossible in that era, perhaps because it is a stylized sketch of what might be a narrative voice camouflaged in its own paranoia. WPO: I think that unlike the chronicles the fag is narrativized here with a certain interest in monumentality. Its journey through episodes of recent history, a kind of clandestine protagonism from the margin, through critical facts of Chilean history (in the attempt on Pinochet's life), has hints of monumentality. PL: Yes, it's hard for me to speak about the novel because it was such a demanding task, or too much of a restrained retention in the midst of the most exhausting fusion, writing with one hand and answering the telephone with the other, or giving a tablet to my mother, with a very heavy weight of contingency, of domesticity.
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WPO: Soon Planeta will publish your new set of chronicles El Zanjón de la Aguada. What is the theme that unifies them? PL: I can already see them criticizing me for this [laughter] : 'it is a romanticization of the most abject poverty'. This book is a recompilation of the chronicles written from 1998 to the present. El Zanjón traces an historical and biographical trajectory of this place, this rural/urban landscape, which is what I did in my first writing. This crossroad is difficult to perceive, but it is here that I create another drawing of the fake city, where the limits have been contaminated. WPO: In the last three years we have seen an avalanche of artistic production and events that have centred on sex or the body. In a way, we have been forced to see the relevance of this topic in the public space. For example, the image of mass nudity in June 2000, in which 4,000 volunteers participated in the Spencer Tunick project, and the influence that it had on Chilean photographers. More recently the films The Sentimental Teaser (Cristián Galaz), Sex with Love (Boris Quercia) and The Debutantes (Andrés Waissbluth). Do you think that your writing and personal position have contributed to creating a space for this topic in the Chilean socio-artistic scene? PL: I have worked on that topic but I also have an ethical position with respect to many things.
In this sense I think that I have infected the emerging spaces of this new rage. 
